
36  Army AL&T March-April  2002

Introduction
In October 1998, a team was estab-

lished to design, construct, operate,
and—ultimately—close the Aberdeen
Chemical Agent Disposal Facility
(ABCDF) at Aberdeen Proving Ground
(APG), MD. This $616 million ABCDF
pilot plant will dispose of the mustard
agent (HD) currently stored at the
Edgewood area of APG. Overseen by the
Program Manager for Chemical Demili-
tarization, the ABCDF is a prototypical
research, development, test and evalua-
tion (RDT&E) project that will use
hydrolysis and biotreatment for HD
destruction. 

Risk management is critical to the
success of any RDT&E project or pro-
gram. In the case of the ABCDF project,
the Army and its systems contractor,
Bechtel National Inc.-Aberdeen, are
identifying challenges to the project
that may arise from federal and state
regulators, community scrutiny, design
issues, construction and operational
needs, budgets, and schedules. To assist
in the identification, evaluation, and
management of probable risks, the
ABCDF project team developed a man-
agement tool, the risk list, in conjunc-
tion with the project’s Earned Value
Management System, while revising its
estimate at completion (EAC). The proj-
ect team spent 1 year assembling a
detailed bottoms-up cost estimate for
the revised EAC. The resulting risk list
allows project managers to document,
evaluate, prioritize, and manage major
risks, thus avoiding or minimizing
impacts to cost and schedule.

This article highlights how ABCDF
project managers are using the risk list
and how its implementation benefits
the project.

Defining The Risk List
Developed in 1999, the risk list is a

detailed spreadsheet of actual, proba-
ble, or potential risks that are priori-
tized, evaluated, and rated for manage-
ment action and follow-up. The list
includes any risk that the ABCDF proj-
ect team deems significant in answer-
ing three basic questions: What is the
likelihood that a particular event will
happen? If the event does happen, what
will be the magnitude of its impact? Are
we able to mitigate the risk now?

Soliciting input from all the project
team members helped the team to cre-
ate an initial list of risk items that could
impact the ABCDF project. The team
identified major assumptions regarding
cost (e.g., staffing ramp-up/levels),
schedule (e.g., construction and opera-
tion timelines), and those items per-
ceived to be vulnerable to certain risks
(e.g., hiring required staff). A risk inven-
tory (accompanying chart) and the
ABCDF Work Breakdown Structure Dic-
tionary were used to identify other
applicable risks.

Risk-List Advantages
The primary benefit of using the

risk list is that major risks are identified
before they occur, thus allowing man-
agement to develop mitigating actions
in a timely manner. 

Secondary benefits include more
effective partnering and team building
by Army and Bechtel-Aberdeen person-
nel and the historical documentation
generated while addressing potential
risks. In addition, the historical docu-
mentation can be used as a reference
tool for other demilitarization projects.
The risk list also meets requirements of
DoD Directive 5000.1, The Defense

Acquisition System, which instructs pro-
gram managers to use risk manage-
ment tools and continually assess pro-
gram risks. 

However, the overall benefits to the
project are cost and schedule savings.
For example, the ABCDF project team
made aggressive assumptions when
preparing the project’s EAC timeline,
which must be properly managed to
prevent cost overruns. One of these
assumptions included scheduling less
than 4 months of lead time for new per-
sonnel to obtain clearances to work on
the chemical demilitarization program
(the typical lead time could be more
than 12 months). Because the time for
employee clearances was identified as a
potential cost and schedule risk, the
project team is managing this risk and
avoiding a cost increase of more than
$6 million.

Generating Risk Ratings
In April 2000, the risk-list rating

system was revised to help focus
ABCDF’s resources on the most critical
issues. The risk-list format allows the
user to enter issues or events and their
associated risks and document the
basis for the risk assessment and any
associated risk-mitigation action plans.
The scales and level of detail selected
for the risk factors were based on the
project team’s assessment of the degree
of accuracy that realistically could be
applied to most risk items. 

Each risk item is assigned a proba-
bility (P), an impact to performance (I)
(i.e., cost and schedule), and an
urgency factor (U). The risk rating (RR)
is determined by multiplying these
three factors (P x I x U = RR) and then
ranking the risk item relative to all
other risk items. The probability factor
is based on a scale of one through
three. One is low (less than 25 percent
probability of occurrence); two repre-
sents medium (25-75 percent probabil-
ity of occurrence); and three means
high (greater than 75 percent probabil-
ity of occurrence). The impact to per-
formance factor scale also uses the one
through three rating format. However,
for use on other projects, the rating
scale should be project-specific and
adjusted to measure risk impacts to the
project’s expected total cost and sched-
ule. For example, the risk of a 1-day
schedule delay during the course of a 
1-week project will register a higher
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rating than a 1-week delay on a 5-year
project.

The urgency factor is configured on
a slightly different scale of 0.1 to 1.0 and
estimated to the nearest 0.1. It is an
estimate of the need to address a risk
item based on the project’s status and
the team’s ability to reduce the proba-
bility or impact. A rating of 0.1 to 0.3 is
low and does not warrant immediate
attention. A 0.4 to 0.7 rating is consid-
ered medium, which means there is a
reasonable need for mitigating the risk
factor in question. A rating of 0.8 to 1.0
is high and indicates that mitigation
steps must be taken immediately. Once
the risk ratings are calculated, they are
ranked from highest to lowest. How-
ever, the risk list is a living document,
and risk ratings can move up or down
based on changing conditions. The list
also can be sorted in a number of ways
such as by probability, impact, and
urgency. 

Risk-List Administration
Co-chairpersons (one Army and

one system contractor representative)
are selected by senior members of the
ABCDF project team to oversee the risk
list. They maintain the list, periodically
assess risk items, and request and
compile updates. In addition, the co-
chairpersons assign risk-item lead
personnel (subject to managerial
approval), normalize data as appropri-
ate, schedule and lead the risk-list
meetings, and communicate key risk
items and responsibilities. 

Any ABCDF project member or
stakeholder may recommend risk items
be added to the list or provide input 
on existing items via the risk-list co-
chairpersons. Once a risk item is identi-
fied, a minimum of two leads—one
Army and one system contractor repre-

sentative—are assigned to monitor the
risk item. The lead personnel are also
responsible for documenting and main-
taining the risk item(s) on “backup”
sheets, which typically include a risk-
item description, potential impact
(general description), risk-factor ratings
(P, I, and U), the basis for the risk-factor
ratings, proposed action plan, and a
history documenting all activities asso-
ciated with the item. 

Lead personnel must reach
concurrence with their co-leads on risk-
item documentation. Individual risk-
item backup sheets are then compiled
to formulate the risk list. The co-
chairpersons review the risk list to
ensure uniformity in scoring and risk
rating before the list is reviewed and
used by project team members. If an
identified risk item does not require
further action, it is archived for future
reference.

Working groups meet periodically
to ensure that the risk list is current and
that action plans for identified risks are
appropriate and progressing. During
these reviews, risk items that have been
mitigated or are no longer valid are
archived to ensure that a history is
maintained. Risk items that have
received a high ranking are discussed at
the system contractor’s weekly staff
meeting and at the Army and system
contractor operations/management
integrated product team meetings. 

The project team also hosts
biweekly Risk List Working Group meet-
ings in addition to formal quarterly
reviews and updates of all risk-list
items. 

Conclusion
The risk list aids ABCDF project

managers in evaluating and quantifying
risk, which is not an exact science.

However, being able to reasonably
assess a project’s risks regardless of its
life span or budget is critical to the suc-
cess of that endeavor. On any project,
the first step is to decide what type of
risk management tool will be used and
immediately implement it to assess and
manage potential risks. 

ABCDF’s management team
embraced risk when it decided to make
a series of assumptions; weigh them
against external, internal, and technical
variables; and assign levels of probable
impact to the project. All of this is done
to identify issues and scenarios to
ensure the successful conclusion of the
ABCDF project. The effective partnering
and teamwork by the Army and its sys-
tems contractor in the mitigating
potential risks is an added benefit.

Managing risk for the ABCDF is
proving to be a valuable tool in the safe
and cost-effective disposal of Edge-
wood’s mustard agent stockpile.
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